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Childhoods Worlds Apart: Key Issues impacting on childhood in contrasting countries 
Early childhood experiences are an important element of children’s development and can impact our health and well-being through to adulthood. There are many theorists and research that supports the importance of early childhood experiences and their impacts on children lives. Theorists such as Vygotsky’s (1978), social learning theory which emphasises that children learn through their experiences and observations around them (Kozulin et al., 2005). Additionally Rogoff (1990, cited in Fawcett 1996), suggests not only to focus on developmental milestones but considers the importance of how different communities will have different goals for children called ‘valued skills’. 
However within today’s society children in different countries are experiencing very different childhoods, Penn (2007) emphasises that dependant on the time, place, where and when a child is brought up can profoundly impact the way in which children develop and grow. Therefore, the purpose of this essay will consider key issues impacting on childhood experiences within Wales and Syria by considering access to opportunities for children’s education and health care exploring influences of culture, ethnicity, pedagogy, public policies and rights on children’s lives. 
According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) UNCEF (2010). There are 54 Rights that children throughout the world are entitled to, they include In particular Article 2 that states that no child or young person should be treated differently due to where they live, who they are, gender, beliefs or the language they speak. Additionally, Article 24 states that children have the right to clean water, nutritious food, healthcare and a clean environment and Article 28 that children have the right to an education (UNICEF, 2010). 
Education, is seen as a priority by most countries for children and forms part of children’s everyday life experiences. Cregan and Cuthbert (2014) emphases that education is upheld as universal right for children and considered as essential training for children to become prepared for adulthood.
Education within all countries differs and it is important to consider the effects of different pedagogies that children experience. Within Wales education is free for children from primary school to secondary school, children are offered a free part-time place from the term of their third birthday. Primary education is based on the Foundation Phase pedagogy, which offers a holistic developmental approach to curriculum for children in Wales (GOV.UK, no datea).
The Foundation Phase is central to our curriculum and emphasises the importance of 7 areas of learning ‘Personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity’, ‘Language, literacy and communication skills’, ‘Mathematical development’, ‘Welsh Language development’, ‘Knowledge and understanding of the world’, ‘Physical development and ‘Creative development’.  The Foundation Phase emphasises the importance of the indoor and outdoor environment and offers a range of opportunities for children to have first-hand experiences and values the voice and views of children (Welsh Government, 2014).
Education in Syria before the war was described as a strong educational system with children attending primary school with a 100% enrolment (Humanium, 2018).  Similarly to Wales, within Syria children are entitled to education free of charge which is delivered over a 9 year period set in two cycles with the first cycle starting from the age of 6 years old, for a duration of 4 years and the second cycle lasting for another 5 years. The curriculum covered subjects such as Religious education, Arabic language, foreign languages such as English, French and Russian, including education on physical development, art, music, science and health, maths and social science. Extra activities for young children included scouts and physical and science activities (World Education Service, 2016).  
 Furthermore, within Syria children access to secondary education is free of charge with both basic and secondary education being funded by the government (World Education Services, 2016). Which highlights some similarities between education systems within both diverse countries.
Wales has focused on providing early intervention support for children such as the Flying Start Initiative, providing free childcare for children living in deprived areas. It is suggested that enabling children to access early intervention aims to enable children to have a stronger foundation to a ‘flying start in life’ (Welsh Government, 2014). Flying Start is closely linked to the Foundation Phase and forms the foundations of a child’s educational life (Welsh Government, 2014). Children learning through outdoor learning and play provides them with first hand opportunities from enriched learning and play experiences, this is emphasised by the work of Piaget (cited in Wyness, 2006) and Vygotsky (1978) whom similarly suggested that children learn from their experiences and enables them to make sense of the world around them. 
In comparison, within Syria pre-primary education is also available for children aged 3-5 years old (World Education Services, 2016) however, this is provided on a fee-paying basis in comparison to Wales. However in February 2018 UNICEF and the Ministry of Education implemented ‘early childhood education’ which focuses on the importance of early education to improve the quality and experiences for children (Reliefweb, 2018).
Lester and Russell (2008) emphases the importance of play to children’s brain development which support supports the physical, mental social and emotional well-being of children, which helps them to thrive and make sense of the world around them. Rogoff (2003) emphases the importance of children’s development through cultural experiences and environment they are in enabling them to become engaged with their community, highlighting the importance of childhood experiences on attitudes, skills and values.
Wales has invested in the curriculum Donaldson (2015) highlights the importance of reviewing and updating the curriculum for children to thrive and be successful in society.  The report makes recommendations for better education, current experiences and higher standards of education, impacting the lives of children by giving an enriched education such as digital competency which forms opportunities for children to succeed today’s society. However, UNICEF’s (2017) ‘Children in a Digital World’ report, suggests that are millions of children who cannot participate in a digital society increasing barriers and inequalities for children to become equipped for life. 
UNICEF (2018a) state that over a quarter of Syrian schools have been attacked, damaged, destroyed or turned into shelters. Similarly, Humanium (2018) state that schools have been profoundly affected and families have had to flee their country.
However, even though the country is in turmoil UNICEF (2018c), have supported 2.4 million children with educational support. Additionally, support from other countries such as Lebanon, has provided 207,000 Syrian refugee children with education through using their schools in the later afternoon and evening meaning children can access some form of education as it is suggested that as a refugee some children would never be able to experience a day at school (Brown, 2016).  This will greatly effect children lives as education enables children not only to gain knowledge and understanding but forming social relationships with peers and learning through play (Vygotsky, 1978, Rogoff, 2003). Furthermore, Ficarra (2017) emphasises the difficulties of Syrian refugee children being able to access an education even though the UNCRC recognises that children should have access to an education children are missing out on this right, which may lead to further disadvantages later in life as children will not have aspiration, hope or education for a better future (Brown, 2016).
Qualifications and experiences are contrasting between the two countries as due to the war in Syria most children are unable to access education and if so it maybe provide through volunteering, charitable aid who upskilling older peers to support an educational role (UNICEF, 2018) or if they are able to access education children  are too scared to attend (Humanium, 2018). However Haddad (2014), states that mothers are being trained to educate their children within the home, which can give them an opportunity to education and raise aspirations. This differs in Wales and the experiences children have as there are specifically designed schools and resources and emphasis for early childhood practitioners to have a high standard of education, qualifications and continuous professional development improving outcomes for children (Social Care Wales, 2017).  However, Penn (2014) highlights the importance of improvising and using natural resources, using what countries have access to enabling children to become inventive, enriching children’s lives. 
Culture and ethnicity is seen as part of sense of identity and belonging, the birth countries, communities we live and language spoken is a considerable factor in who and what individuals identify themselves as (Kelly, 2007, cited in Penn, 2014). It is apparent that in Wales that many people speak English however, children in Wales have the opportunity to learn to speak Welsh in addition English. The Government has a Welsh Language Act and Strategy which aims to have an increase of Welsh Speakers to 1 Million people by the year 2050 (Gov.Wales, 2017). In addition to the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015) which is used to support Wales in improving social, economic, environmental and cultural  well-being for children within Wales.
In Syria access to education may be in unfamiliar countries meaning children face additional language barriers.  However according to UNICEF (2018b) summer camps set up in Lebanon have used either English or French to teach Syrian children as they are both languages children are taught through their own curriculum (World education services, 2016). Penn (2014) emphasises the importance of speaking bilingually and how it enables children to view the world differently and have an intellectual advantage. Additionally, Mena (2017) states UNICEF have installed 20 classrooms in Syria through donations from the Leo Messi Foundation enabling children to experience some form of education meaning children have the opportunity to some sense of normality and access their basic right to an education. (UNICEF, 2010)
Similarly, to the views of Vygotsky (1978) and Rogoff (2003) the sociocultural approach emphasises that shared knowledge and skills are needed for mutual knowledge and understanding for children to contribute in their own lives (Waller and Davis, 2014). Likewise, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecology of Human Development (1979) highlights the importance of cross-cultural families bringing up their children but not only with a focus on influences from their internal family but the surrounding community and environment to influences children’s behaviours, beliefs, values and views and acknowledges the direct and indirect influences on childhood. Therefore, in terms of considering the experiences children are facing it is likely to have a negatively impact on children’s health and well-being due to witnessing and experiencing abuse, violence and trauma (Osofky, 2018). 
Health is also another significant factor in supporting the holistic development of children and impacts on childhood experiences. According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs (1968, cited in Brain and Mukhrji, 2005) Maslow suggests that children must first have their basic needs met having food, shelter, safety in order for individuals to thrive and achieve self-esteem and self-actualisation. However, there are barriers and opportunities to fulfilling these needs effecting children and their childhoods in both countries. 
Within Wales children have access to the National Health Service (NHS) free of charge, children are additionally able to access free dental health services. There are approximately 3 million people that live in Wales and use the NHS (NHS, 2018).
According to NHS Wales (2018a) that The National Service Framework for Children, Young People and Maternity Services states the duty of local authorities and outlines the rights and quality of services that children are entitled too. Thus enabling access to essential health care and services to ensure that children from pre-conception to adulthood are healthy and receive treatment as required.  As well as access to free dental care, children can also access the ‘Designed to Smile’ that promotes preventative healthy dental hygiene of children since 2009 (Designed to Smile, 2018).
However, children in Syria rely upon charity and humanitarian assistance according to Targeted News Service (2017) that there is still an estimated 400,000 individuals who have been cut off from humanitarian aid since 2013. Similarly Save the Children (2018) states that there are 5.3 million children in need of humanitarian need. Furthermore, Humanium (2018) state that UNICEF estimated that 8.4 million children are effected by the conflict either directly in their country or as refugees. The effects on a child’s health and wellbeing can be greatly affected by experiencing trauma and have long last impacts on the child’s life due to the extreme transition of the country (Taleb et al., 2014).
According to Public Health Wales (2016) that children are experiencing Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s). ACE’s are described as harmful experiences that children experience throughout their childhood which can include abuse such as sexual, verbal and physical as well other factors such as alcohol and drug abuse, domestic violence, separation, poverty and incarceration and finally mental health. Public Health Wales (2016) have conducted a study and emphasises the harmful impacts on the health and well-being on an individual throughout their lives. Considering the work of Bowlby (cited in Pound, 2005) whom emphases the important of early childhood attachment and experiences ACE’s could have a negative impact on children and their ability to form attachments throughout life.  
Additionally, Public Health Wales (2016) research suggests that children that experience ACE’s during their childhood will alter the way in which children’s brains function and emphasises that children can be in a heightened state of alertness, which overtime can be linked to ill-health, mental illness, cancer and heart disease. 
Within both countries poverty is prevalent Wyness (2006), states that poverty is identified as a problem for children and suggests it is associated with the rise of mental health problems with children, depression and self-harm. Additionally, the ‘Good Childhood’ report makes clear links to poverty and problems leading to the unhappiness of children and their childhoods (Children’s Society, 2017).
However, the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015), Children and Family Measure, Social Services and Well-being Act (2014) and Child Poverty Strategy Wales (Carmarthenshire.gov, 2016) aims to support preventative measures for children experiencing poverty by holistically working together.
Moving on to consider issues regarding food, medical care and water, children within Syria do not have access to clean water or access sufficient food and medical care (GOV.UK, 2018). In Syria food, water and medical supplies are being used as a weapon of war (Allen, 2014). Devakumae et at. (2015) states that it is children whom are the worst affected by war, this is due the witnessing of war, experiencing extreme malnutrition, trauma, contracting curable diseases and in some instances death. 
Save The Children (2018) states that Syria is the most dangerous place for a child to live in comparison to all other countries.  Similarly, UNHCR (2018) also emphases the impact of war both physically and psychologically on children. Furthermore, Targeted News Service (2017) states that 12% of children under 5 suffer from acute malnutrition, this will greatly effect childhood and have serious impactions on children’s health and well-being. Moreover, Taleb et al. (2015) emphasises that Syrian refugees are suffering from disease and disabilities, Jabbour, et al. (2018) suggests this is due to the Syrian Government denying aid. 
In contrast, families with low income in Wales have access to benefit systems and food banks, additionally in schools children can access free school meals ensuring children have food. However, Williamson and Devine (2015) state 85,000 families in Wales have used food banks and is increasing due to low wage and poverty.  
 Public Health (Wales) Act 2017 (Welsh Government, 2018) focuses on improving the welfare of children by covering protection factors for children and the community such as links to disability, equality, obesity, smoking and health impact assessments linking in the UNCRC ensuring children have the right to good quality health care and that all children have the right to life and governments have a duty to ensure children are healthy and able to survive.
Moving on to consider identity and rights children within Syria or Syria refugees who are born without receiving a birth certificate, are unable to access health care as well as a sense of identity and belonging. According to the Syrian Law Journal (2016) children born in Syria are only accepted as Syrian national, as long as the father holds Syrian nationality regardless of nationality of the mother. Additionally, if a Syrian mother marries another nationality then that child is not classed as or can claim to be Syrian even though they were born and raised in Syria. 
Similarly, Humanium (2011) emphasises the impact of not having birth certificates or documents leading to many children being classed as statelessness. Therefore meaning children have no legal documents to prove they exist, which can increase significant abuse, risks and harm to children such as being exploited and trafficked. 
According to Wyness (2006) countries such as Syria have weak welfare systems in place that enabled agencies to put families in unregulated sectors that lead to child labour and the exploitation of children and their childhood. Moreover, UNHCR (2018) conducted research and found that Syrian children have high level of isolation and insecurity there is a strong emphasis that children who are not in education only leave there home to work manual labour jobs. 
This is in contrast as children born in Wales are registered at the local registry office and in some instances in the hospital (GOV.UK, no date b). Children have access to NHS, practitioners, early preventative medication and vaccinations, meaning that children receive vital vaccinations and care ensuring children are protected from ill-health and disease. Additionally, in regards to significant abuse, risk, harm and child labour the All Wales Child Protection (2008) and the Children’s Act (2004) ensures the welfare of children is paramount, protecting children from harm, abuse and neglect and making it illegal for children to work.
However, Allen (2014) and Meiqari et al., (2018) suggest that in Syria it is due to the war that the lack of medical care and vaccinations are being used on babies and children meaning they dying due to not being able to access medical facilities and vaccinations for curable diseases. Jabbour, et al. (2018) suggests that the Syrian Government very rarely leaves in the lifesaving medical supplies and aid into the county which is a contributing factor to the experiences children are facing to accessing the vital aid they need. However, the ‘Humanitarian Response Plan’ consulted with Syrian Government provides a framework within which the humanitarian community responds to humanitarian aid and protection needs in Syria (reliefweb, 2017).
Upon reflection, it is important to acknowledge that regardless of countries the UNCRC (2010) is a key legislations that provides clear information on the rights children are entitled to and the duty government have to uphold.
Wales is committed to improving the country to best support the needs of children and their future prospects. This can be demonstrated through the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015), the development of the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015), early intervention support and through the NHS (2018). Wales, offers opportunities for the child to be central and have a voice ensuring services are effective to the needs of the children’s childhoods. 
 This differs to Syria, as the country is in turmoil due to the war and children are facing extreme difficulties in accessing education and essential health care UNICEF, (2018); Jabbour, et al. (2018); Allen, (2014); Meiqari et al., 2018), However through UNICEF and other countries providing aid are providing children with opportunities to experience a better childhood, enabling access to their right to educational and health.
In conclusion it is apparent that children in both countries are influenced by the range of childhood experiences that they encounter, this is emphasised by the work of theorists including Vygotsky (1978), Piaget, Rogoff (2003) and Bronfenbrenner (1979). Childhood experiences have implications and long lasting effects on mental health and well-being of children right through to adulthood. However, policies and legislations have the best interest of the child in place such as the UNCRC (2010) striving to improve the lives of all children.
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